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A wide variety of psychosocial factors promote
coronary heart disease, including negative emotional
states, such as depression, negative cognitive states,
such as pessimism, chronic stress, and poor social
support (1). These risk factors exert their effects
through a variety of pathophysiological mechanisms
(2) and the adverse effect of the risk factors upon
health behaviors. More recently, having a sense of life
purpose or meaning has been identiﬁed as another
determinant of health and illness. The potential
importance of purpose and meaning was popularized
years ago by Dr. Victor Frankl, the 20th century psy-
chiatrist who survived the Nazi concentration camps
during World War II. As described in his book, Man’s
Search for Meaning, the slim chances of surviving the
death camps belonged to those who were able to
ﬁnd either a sense of meaning in their experience
or hold on to the hope of re-uniting with a loved
one (3). Years later, Ryff and Keys (4) proposed that
a sense of purpose is a basic psychological need
that promotes vitality and initiative when present,
and produces tension when lacking. The medical
study of life purpose is only recent but consistently
demonstrates that a lack of life purpose increases
the risk for all-cause mortality or cardiovascular
events (1).
Dr. Gillilan and colleagues suggest that a lack of
purpose falls into what has been classiﬁed as“spiritual distress” by palliative care guidelines,
spirituality being characterized as a dynamic whereby
people “seek ultimate meaning, purpose, and tran-
scendence.” More precisely, logic suggests that in-
dividuals may pursue various levels of meaning
which tend to vary over a person’s life span. These
range from the pursuit of physical needs, to social
needs, altruistic goals, seeking creative endeavors,
and transcendental pursuits. This notion, in fact, has
been suggested by McGregor and Little (5), who note
that young adults can be well satisﬁed with the mere
accomplishment of “doing” goals (termed as a need
for “efﬁcacy”), but that as people age, they tend to
acquire an increasing need to pursue goals that pro-
vide a sense of deeper personal growth and discovery
(termed as a need for “integrity”). Further, as Dr.
Gillilan and colleagues suggest, when individuals
become ill, this can also produce soul searching and a
“spiritual distress,” which may sometimes become
quite patent and potent, as any sensitive caregiver
may well recognize.*Alan Rozanski, MD
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